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In the last two years, Ivan Illich has become 
one of the major gurus of radical movements 
in education. His book “Deschooling Society” 
is widely available and widely read. Since his 
visit to Australia in 1972, learning centres 
and webs (his alternatives to schools) have 
been set up in several capital cities. His theor­
ies have influenced the current educational 
policy of the Australian Union of Students, 
as well as many individual academics, teach­
ers and school and university students. It is 
therefore important to critically examine 
his ideas and the political consequences of 
their practice.
Illich was born into a middle-class Catholic 
family in Vienna in 1926. After studies in 
science and psychology he entered the Cath­
olic priesthood, specialising in philosophy, 
and later obtained a doctorate in history. His 
career in the Church, which began in the New 
York Puerto Rican parish of Spanish Harlem, 
was characterised by a series of clashes with 
the institution. Dismissed from his position 
as the vice-chancellor of the Catholic Univers­
ity of Puerto Rico, because of his criticism of 
the Puerto Rican authorities, he founded, in 
1961, the Centre for Intercultural Document­
ation in Cuernavaca, Mexico. This began as a 
Church-sponsored centre for missionaries, 
but Illich’s criticism of Church policy in Lat 
in America led to withdrawal of Church sup­
port, and to Mich’s obtaining a suspension 
from his priestly duties, in 1968. Since then 
Mich has run the centre as a secular institut­
ion for cultural and educational studies, and 
many of his published essays are the result 
of his work there. He has evolved a wide- 
ranging critique of advanced industrial soc­
iety, which is mainly expounded in his ed­
ucational writings. (1) He has also written 
fairly extensively on the Church and relat­
ions between the developed and under-de 
veloped world. (2)
Mich is an inspiring writer. His powerful 
and evocative criticisms of schools and in­
dustrial society touch a chord of response 
in the reader, especially the disillusioned 
student or teacher. Unfortunately, those of 
his writings so far published are in the form 
of short essays, rather than of a systematic 
ally developed work. This means his work 
appears repetitive and sometimes ambiguous, 
and this difficulty is increased by his style, 
which tends to be polemical and assertive 
rather than analytical.
Illich sees advanced industrial society as 
one entity, making no distinction between 
capitalist and socialist economies. Since most 
of his examples, however, are taken from the 
United States, I will deal with his theories as 
they apply to advanced capitalist countries. 
Mich sees these as characterised by an ever 
expanding consumer economy, controlled 
by impersonal bureaucracies which manipul 
ate public tastes and wants in order to sell 
the goods produced. Mich, however, does 
not concentrate on the sphere of material 
production, but on the bureaucracies and in 
stitutions which produce services and “facts” 
for consumption: health and welfare institut 
ions, transport systems, and, above all, 
schools. All of these require individuals to 
discard their ability to think and act for them 
selves and to passively accept as valid only 
those facts and services which come from the 
appropriate institution. He calls the attitudes 
of passivity, acceptance and consumerism, 
“institutionalised values,” and the institut 
ions which require and promote them, 
“manipulative.” The main concern of mani­
pulative institutions is the creation of more 
clients who will become addicted to them,
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and thus any claims they have of alleviating 
social inequality are completely false. They 
actually increase social inequality by creating 
more addicts. Schooling confuses “teaching 
with learning, grade advancement with educ­
ation, a diploma with competence and 
fluency with the ability to say something 
new.” (3)
"Imagination is ‘schooled’ to accept service 
in place of value. Medical treatment is mis­
taken for health care, social work for the im­
provement of community life ... health, 
learning, dignity, independence and creative 
endeavor are defined as little more than the 
performance of the institutions which claim 
to serve these ends, and their improvement 
is made to depend on allocating more re­
sources to the management of schools and 
other agencies.” (4) Acceptance of these 
values “leads inevitably to physical pollution, 
social polarisation and psychological impot­
ence: three dimensions in a process of global 
degradation and modernised misery." (5) This 
misery is global in that advanced industrial 
countries are in the process of selling their in­
stitutions and values to the under-developed 
world, ip the name of modernisation.
Schooling is the central social ritual which 
creates%stitutionalised values, and mass 
education systems are the largest of all the 
“maa|pdlative” institutions:
“S^|$,kinitiates the Myth of Unending 
C o n ^ ^ t io n . This modern myth is ground­
ed in the belief that production inevitably prod 
uces something of value, and, therefore, pro­
duction^necessarily produces demand. School 
teaches us that instruction poduces learning."
“Once we have learned to need school, all 
our activities take the shape of client relation­
ships io  Other institutions.” (6) Illich believ­
es schools shape industrially advanced societ­
ies, contrary to Marxist claims that other 
institutions are more fundamental. (7) They 
have become “the world’s fastest-growing 
labor-market” and society’s major employer, 
if students are counted as employees. It is 
the very size and nature oi scnoois wtucn 
Illich sees as leading to a crisis in schooling, 
since the system has become too costly for 
economic rationality: it is a high investment 
which produces too many failures and drop­
outs. These academic failures have, however, 
succeeded in learning the “hidden curriculum,” 
the institutionalised values taught by schools. 
On a world scale, schools define success, and 
therefore failure and frustration, for a vast 
majority which never enters them, and whose
governments would be (and are) crippled ec­
onomically by the cost of school systems.
Illich uses examples from under-developed 
countries, mainly in Latin America, to illus­
trate his claim that schools are both unneces­
sary and damaging. In rural village communit­
ies, the concepts of "childhood,” "school,” 
and "teacher” may not exist, but people still 
learn. Young people learn from others who 
have particular skills, in the family or in the 
village. The only qualifications of a “teacher” 
are that he knows his skill and that people 
are satisfied with his ability to impart it to 
others. Illich is highly critical of school ac­
creditation because it proves only that its 
holder has learned institutionalised values, 
but gives him or her wealth, status, and 
power over others, regardless of actual abili­
ty or usefulness. Illich tends to suggest that 
the family, the city, or the slum in advanced 
industrial society could form a learning en­
vironment like that of the village, if schools 
were abolished and neutral, or rather, "con­
vivial” opportunities for learning were set 
up in their place. He sees schools as the 
worst single feature of industrial society 
and the first and essential area for social 
change:
“Neither ideological criticism nor social 
action can bring about a new society. Only 
disenchantment with, and detachment from, 
the central social ritual, and reform of that 
ritual, can bring about radical change." (8)
Illich’s formula for how this disenchant­
ment is to occur is difficult to draw out. At 
times he recommends agitation for legal re­
forms to make school certification illegal 
and cut off their public finance. (9) At other 
times he predicts that an ecological and soc­
ial disaster (the result of the misuse of resour­
ces and physical pollution by manipulative 
institutions) will make schools, and other in­
stitutions, inoperable. He does not suggest 
how radicals could prepare for such a crisis, 
except by refraining from reforming schools. 
(10) In the meantime, Illich sees each individ­
ual as heinn rpcnnn<rfble for his own 
cation, and tends to talk in terms of individ­
ual voluntary poverty, asceticism and reject­
ion of manipulative institutions, rather than 
any collective action. (11)
Convivial institutions are defined by their 
ability to be used and controlled according 
to individual wants and needs, in contrast to 
the addictive nature of manipulative institut­
ions. The former at present include telephone 
link-ups, subway lines, mail routes and public 
markets or exchanges. These exist “to be us­
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ed, rather than to produce something.” (12) 
Illich would see schools replaced by learning 
webs -- arrangements of various resources, in­
cluding books, tapes, access to skilled persons, 
and matching services for those interested in 
the same areas of learning - which could be 
used voluntarily by anyone of any age. He 
sees a necessity for giving “disadvantaged” 
groups guaranteed access to such resources, 
and suggests a system of educational credits, 
which would accumulate interest if used late 
in life.
Illich performs a valuable task in castigating 
radicals for being over-preoccupied with the 
quantity of schooling available, and with the 
explicit curricula content. He compels us 
to examine the nature of the schooling pro­
cess, and its part in the general socialisation 
process. Most schools do effectively prevent 
students from taking initiatives or making de­
cisions of any importance, and encourage 
and reward obedience, conformity and lack 
of initiative, and these processes persist even 
if curricula are made more “relevant” or radi­
cal.
However, Illich’s theory of society, and 
therefore of the education system, is funda­
mentally inadequate, and his political pre­
scriptions are therefore misleading. In placing 
manipulative institutions at the centre of the 
determinant forces in advanced industrial so­
ciety, Mich ignores other determinants and 
also the dynamics by which the various forces 
and institutions interrelate. That he regards 
such considerations as irrelevant is obvious 
from his insistence that, for the purposes of 
his thesis, there is no difference between 
socialist and capitalist societies. He assumes 
that if social outcomes (school systems) are 
similar, there is no need to look further. But 
if the dynamics of capitalist and socialist soc­
ieties differ, there is need to specify these dif­
ferences if a theory of social change is being 
pro pounded.
I would argue that a theory of society critic­
al of the manipulative nature of education 
systems and other institutions in capitalist 
societies must take into account that the pro­
ductive forces are privately owned, and opera­
ted for the benefit of a few, not for general 
welfare. An adequate theory would have to 
take into account not only the nature of the 
economy, but also that of the state and the 
family, and the influence of ail of these on 
the education system. For state-financed 
mass education systems were set up at a cert­
ain conjuncture in the development of capit­
alist societies, to perform particular funct­
ions, and to maintain and reproduce the ex­
isting distribution of wealth and power. At 
the end of the nineteenth century, these 
systems were introduced to produce the ap­
propriate numbers of differently skilled 
workers required by the increasing complex­
ity of the production process, and to ensure 
that such workers were docile and accepting 
of their "proper” place in society. (13) That 
this still holds true today is sometimes made 
explicit by employers, educationists and ec­
onomists. For example, last year the Victor­
ian Employers' Federation issued a rebuke to 
the Education Department of that state warn­
ing that students who showed “no respect for 
intellectual discipline, scholarship, democra­
cy and our national heritage” were consider­
ed by them “unemployable.” (14) Similarly, 
a university vice-chancellor sees education as 
a “great investment” by the government, 
from which the full value must be obtained 
in terms of an expanding economy. And the 
authors of a book on education and the econ­
omy explain that the links between the two 
are stronger than ever before:
“In an advanced industrial society, it is in­
evitable that the education system should 
come into very close relationship with the 
economy. Modern industrial technology, 
based on the substitution of electrical and 
atomic power for other forms, and introduc­
ing new and more intricate forms of the divis­
ion of labor, transforms the scale of product­
ion, the economic setting of enterprise, and 
the productive and social role of labor. It is 
dependent to an unprecedented extent on 
the results of scientific research, on the sup­
ply of Stilled and responsible manpower, 
and consequently on the efficiency of the 
educational system..”
“Education contains an unprecedented ec­
onomic importance as a source of technolog­
ical innovation, and the educational system is 
bent increasingly to the service of the labor 
force, acting as a vast apparatus of occupat­
ional recruitment and training. Social select­
ion is added to its traditional function of 
social differentiation: it must promote new 
as well as maintain old elites.” (16)
Thus the large numbers of failures and 
dropouts Mich sees as ultimately making the 
education system “uneconomic” as an invest­
ment, and so dysfunctional, are not necessari­
ly dysfunctional in themselves. Rather, they 
can be seen to be the large numbers of un­
skilled workers required by the system. And
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these academically unskilled workers do not 
work only in the productive sphere. The ed­
ucation system helps to “select” girls for 
their specific place as wives and mothers 
doing unskilled and unpaid but socially nec­
essary work in the family, and encourages 
them to think of other work as transient and 
unimportant compared with this. (17) Hence 
women form a permanent reserve labor army, 
as well as reproducing labor power in the fam­
ily, and so their “failure” in schools is funct­
ional to the system, and will not necessarily 
lead, as Illich claims, to an exposure of its ir­
rationality. Because he ignores the import­
ance of the fundamental areas of the economy, 
the state and the family, Illich is issuing a mor­
al condemnation of the effects of a schooled 
society, rather than an analysis of it. Hence 
his prescriptions for change are in apocalyptic 
or vague terms: a crisis, individual poverty, 
changes in values and attitudes.
This is not to imply that the maintenance of 
a values consensus is not important for a given 
society to function. But it is vital to examine 
exactly how such a consensus is maintained. 
Illich's concept of “institutionalised values” 
is vague, and actually refers to two distinct 
processes. The first is the adoption of attitud­
es of acceptance and docility towards the 
status quo even by those who are exploited 
by it. This I will call ideological hegemony.
The second process is the replacement of hu­
man aspirations and relationships by materi­
al commodities - "consumerism” -- which 
can be called, as Gintis suggests, commodity 
fetishism. (18) Both of these processes ex­
ploit the majority and benefit a small minori­
ty: the owners and controllers of the means 
of production, and the main proponents of 
the ideology which preserves the system: the 
administrators and theorists of Illich’s “mani­
pulative” institutions and of other institut­
ions and systems he does not mention. (19) 
Illich’s thesis on ideological hegemony is that 
individuals become psychologically “addict­
ed” to institutionalised values: their minds 
are manipulated and they become incapable 
of behaving in any but a docile and passive 
way. This is an extremely rigid and static 
view of the nature of consciousness. Sallach 
(20) cites empirical evidence which suggests 
that the ideologies and beliefs of the majority 
are not the coherent result of psychological 
manipulation. Rather, they are underdevelop­
ed, fragmented, and internally inconsistent. 
Findings also indicate that only those actual­
ly sharing in societal power need develop
consistent values, and that the exploited 
classes suffer from the lack of a coherent al­
ternative to, rather than the wholesale adopt­
ion of, hegemonic values.
These findings support an alternative thesis 
about the nature of ideological hegemony, 
which sees it as the result of limits placed on 
critical or revolutionary ideas, rather than as 
the result of inculcation of a coherent value 
system. This means that ideological institut­
ions do not operate through individual psych­
ological addiction, but rather through the 
omission of a political framework which is 
meaningful to the exploited, and by the im­
position of structures which limit choices 
and behavior. Contrary to Illich’s thesis, 
then, ideological institutions are seen as art­
iculators and reinforcers of hegemonic values, 
but not as their source. Rather, the whole so­
cial and economic framework sets out a 
range of concrete social experience in which 
individuals have little choice but to fall in 
with hegemonic values. The mere removal of 
ideological institutions would not change 
these choices. As Gintis says:
“Abolition of addictive propaganda cannot 
‘liberate’ the individual to a ‘free choice’ of 
personal goals. Such a choice is still condition 
ed by the pattern of social processes which 
have historically rendered him or her amen­
able to ‘institutionalised values.’ In fact, the 
likely outcome of de-manipulation of values 
would be no significant alteration of values 
at all.” (21)
In this context, what Illich calls “irrational” 
consumerism of commodities, which he 
claims could be abolished if the addictive 
propaganda were abolished, appears not so 
much irrational as one of the reasonable opt­
ions for social behavior in the whole context 
of capitalist social relations. Commodity fe­
tishism, then, does not, necessarily, indicate 
manipulated minds. Thus Illich’s thesis that 
the schools are the source of the social evils 
of psychological manipulation and consumer­
ism, and that their abolition will end these 
evils, has no real basis. Those evils could per­
sist in a capitalist society without schools.
Nor do Illich's alternatives to schools hold 
much hope of revolutionary change. For in­
stance, he tends to refer to the family as a 
natural learning situation where casual learn­
ing can and does occur without the distort­
ing teacher-student relationship. He does not 
examine the hierarchies and manipulation 
which do exist within the family, and in part 
icular the sexual division of labor where girls
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“casually learn," or socially experience, in­
feriority. Social change which allowed more 
learning to take place in the family would not 
necessarily be any change at all. Similarly II- 
lich’s “convivial” learning webs could coexist 
with capitalist social structures and social re­
lations and so would not in themselves chan­
ge either the values or the social experience 
of the individual in capitalist society. They 
might mean, however, that more questioning 
and critical discussion could take place than 
is presently allowed in schools. But this 
would only lead to the fundamental change 
Illich claims he wants, if such criticism were 
put into practice outside the learning situat­
ion, i.e., if other capitalist social and econom­
ic institutions were attacked, and Illich does 
not advocate this.
Given the inadequacies of his analysis, II- 
lich’s political prescriptions tend to be in­
effective. His basic advice is: abandon the 
schools, liberate yourselves as far as you can, 
and wait for the crisis. Radical teachers and 
students should leave schools to set up oases 
“free” from institutionalised values for them­
selves and a few others, while the majority 
remains in schools. This smacks of both crude 
ecological determinism, and of utopianism, 
to say the least. A way of combatting the ef­
fects of schools on a political level would be 
to provide teachers and students with the poli­
tical framework to analyse both schools and -' 
society, which schools assiduously avoid doing 
at the moment. This would mean a rigorous 
analysis of the processes and attitudes in 
schools and other institutions which Illich 
tends to merely describe, and requires activity 
in schools, as well as outside them.
Critics of Illich’s thesis are sometimes brush­
ed aside with the claim that their real aim is 
to keep students and people in general mani­
pulated and "schooled”: that they are afraid 
to “set them free.” I am in agreement with 
Illich that people should be freed from the 
manipulation of both schooling and “child­
hood,” particularly since so much of the lat­
ter is foisted on to women as their natural 
duty. To end such manipulation, and other 
social evils, however, we must have an ade­
quate analysis and an effective strategy, and 
these Illich does not provide.
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